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HOSPITAL AND TRAINING SCHOOL 
ADMINISTRATION 

Alice Shepard Gilman, R.N., Department Editor 

Samaritan Hospital, Troy, N. Y. 

THE STERILIZATION OF CATGUT 
By Rachel Murphy, R.N. 

Several inquiries on the methods of sterilizing catgut have been 
received by the editor of the Journal and it was suggested that the 
subject be taken up in connection with this department. The two 
methods given in this issue have been successfully used for a num- 
ber of years. 

Method I. 

The preparation of catgut is possibly the most difficult problem 
with which the operating room supervisor has to deal. Any error in 
technique may result in complete destruction of the entire lot, or in 
imperfect sterilization. It is generally conceded that the only method 
worthy of consideration is that in which heat is employed. 

It is a well recognized fact that catgut prepared by chemical 
process, although fairly safe, is to some degree uncertain. The sim- 
plest method and the method least likely to weaken the catgut is 
that in which chemicals are used, but, on the contrary, the possi- 
bility of ineffectual sterilization compromises any such routine. 

The preparation of catgut by heat entails the greatest exactness 
in technique. The first requisite is the removal of all moisture from 
the catgut. If it is not absolutely dry, any exposure to moist heat, 
no matter in what medium, will result in its destruction. Until 
the hygroscopic character of the catgut, and the effect of moist heat 
upon it were known, any attempt to sterilize it by this method re- 
sulted in failure. The media used by us are cumol and liquid alboline, 
both of which boil at about the same temperature, 325 °F. The catgut 
is put up in coils five feet in length, about fifty coils being put in a 
bundle, done up in two thicknesses of ordinary gauze. The catgut 
is dried in an oven at a temperature of 180 °F. for two or three hours. 
The cumol or liquid alboline is heated in an agate vessel or in an 
old-fashioned stone kettle to a temperature of 175 °F. by means of 
placing the kettle in a pan containing sand and heating over a gas 
flame. Any deviation from this is likely to result in failure. The 
object of placing the catgut in the oven is to dry off the moisture, and 
the purpose of heating the medium to a temperature of 175 F. is 
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to further remove any moisture. Moisture, no matter how trivial in 
amount, interferes with the tensile strength of the catgut. The cat- 
gut must be taken from the "oven with forceps free from moisture 
and placed directly into the cumol or alboline. The catgut must not 
come in contact with the bottom of the vessel. Several layers of 
gauze are put into the solution and the catgut is placed on the 
gauze. The temperature is gradually raised to 300 °F., which usually 
takes about two hours ; then the flame is turned off and the tempera- 
ture allowed to cool to 200° F. The liquid is then poured off and 
the vessel is allowed to remain in the hot sand for the purpose of 
freeing the catgut of the oil product. 

The care of the sterilized product need not be dwelt upon par- 
ticularly. Small test tubes capable of holding two coils meet ordi- 
nary requirements very well, and they entail no particular waste. 
Non-absorbent cotton is placed in the bottom of the tubes, and is 
used, tightly packed, to close the opening. The tubes are wrapped 
in sterile towels, and are carefully put away in glass jars with 
tightly fitting tops. 

The catgut prepared in this way is pliable, its tensile strength 
is unimpaired and it is free from bacteria. 

Method II. 

Catgut is soaked in ether twenty-four hours and is occasionally 
shaken. The ether is poured off and the catgut is covered with chro- 
mic fluid, for a varying length of time according to the grade of 
the catgut. No. O, requires one hour ; No. 1, two hours, etc. At the 
end of the period necessary the chromic fluid is poured off and the 
catgut is dried. After drying, the catgut is boiled in alboline for 
twenty minutes on three successive days. The alboline is then poured 
off and the catgut is covered with chloroform and biniodide solution, 
the procedure being the same as it is in the preparation of plain 
catgut. 

For use in many operating rooms throughout the country, cat- 
gut is purchased in tubes. These cannot be sterilized on the out- 
side by boiling and they are submerged in a 1-500 solution of bi- 
chloride in large glass jars, removed with sterile forceps, and wiped 
off with sterile gauze before breaking. Some surgeons object to 
this method on the ground that a certain amount of the bichloride 
solution comes in contact with the fingers of the nurse, who is sur- 
gically clean and who handles the sutures, and that a slight amount 
of the disinfectant, which is carried to the tissues, may cause a 
necrosis at the point where the stitches are taken. For this reason 
many surgeons insist upon the use of prepared catgut that is put 
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in tubes which can be boiled because they feel that heat is the only 
safe method for the complete destruction of bacteria. 

As this objection is simply an expression of a preference based 
on the belief of certain surgeons, and as both methods are being used 
with considerable success, operating room supervisors will be guided 
largely by the opinions of their surgeons in regard to the prepara- 
tion of catgut, whether they depend entirely upon a prepared pro- 
duct which is put up ready for use, or upon their own method of 
sterilization. 



TOO LATE FOR CLASSIFICATION 

New England. — The programme of the New England Nurses' Convention 
includes the following papers: Progress of the Private Duty Nurse, by Victoria 
Liebreich; The Work for the Private Duty Nurse Today, by Minnie Rollings- 
worth; Resume of Service Rendered by Red Cross Public Health Nurses through- 
out the Division, by Mary Nelson; Mental Health in Families, by Dr. E. W. Stearns; 
The Industrial Nurse as a Public Health Factor in the Community, by Mrs. Anna 
M. Staebler; Modern Methods of Instruction in Training Schools, by Miss Redfern; 
The Graduate from the Smaller Training School versus the Graduate from the 
Larger Training School, by Lucy C. Ayres; and The Consensus of Opinion in 
Regard to the Shortage of Applicants to Training Schools, by Mary M. Riddle. 
There will be a round table on Reorganization, and other round tables will be 
arranged on request. 

North Carolina. — The North Carolina State Nurses' Association will 
hold its annual meeting at Wrightsville Beach, on June 13-16. 

Oregon. — The Oregon Agricultural College expects to conduct a summer 
session from June 20 to July 30. Teachers, extension workers, college students 
who have missed work or who wish to finish their courses in less than the usual 
time, students wishing to make up entrance credits, homemakers, and others 
wanting practical instruction in useful arts, will find many interesting courses 
offered. 

Texas.— The Texas State Board of Nurse Examiners will hold examina- 
tions at Dallas, Paris, Galveston, Temple, San Antonio, and El Paso, on June 
3-4, 1921. 



